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UNITED BY OUR SYMPATHIES:
NINETEENTH-CENTURY MORMON WOMEN

READ GEORGE ELIOT
Sheree Maxwell Bench
It seems hard to believe chat that great heart, whose love and
sympathy extended over all God's creation, will beat no more!
That chat brain will no more concoct grand, beautiful, deep
and enduring picture-models of human life and character,
chat elevated all who read, and excited in chem a desire to
arise to a higher state of existence than hitherto they had
deemed themselves capable of. (Hannah T.. King, speaking of
George Eliot's death [ WE 9: 143])
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eorge Eliot may have been surprised to know that her words had
traveled far beyond her native England to reach behind the protective
Wasatch mountains and touch a responsive chord in a community of
Mormon women. That she was at least aware of their religion is apparent
from her reference to the Book of Mormon in Daniel Deronda (499). But
could she have realized how strongly some of these women felt about her?
An essay written for Womans Exponent by Hannah King declares they felt
"united to" Eliot by their "sympathies being excited and wound round her
by her noble works" ("George Eliot," Womans Exponent9:l43). But how
could a woman who had rejected organized religion appeal to a group of
Latter-day Saints who had fled persecution to freely practice their newly
organized religion? Where was the kinship between a woman who chose
a monogamous long-term unmarried relationship and women who lived
within a system of plural marriage? How could a British woman whose
peers were noted intellectuals speak to poor pioneers living in the "uncivilized" newly seeded American West? In the answers to these questions there
emerges an unexpected commonality of thoughts, beliefs, and hopes for
women and men that transcend external factors. Eliot's fiction and Mormon women's essays work from the common thesis chat the education and
elevation of women is the key to reforming the ills present in Victorian
society.
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A,, members of a religion with a book at its foundation , Mormon
women knew well the power of the written word, and many used the
medium of print to convey their ideas. This they did in their unofficial
newspapers the Womans Exponent ( 1872-1914) and Young Womans
Journal (1889-1929). Though somewhat different in focus-the
Exponent being the more political of the two-the papers gave the
women an open forum in which to affirm their sisterhood, to teach each
other, to correct outsiders' misconceptions, and to argue for the right to
suffrage, religious freedom, and self-determination. First Exponent editor
Louisa Lula Greene Richards announced that her paper would endeavor
"to speak freely on every topic of current interest, and on every subject
as it arises in which the women of Utah, and the great sisterhood the
world over, are especially interested" ("Our Position," WE 1: 4). Second
Exponent editor Emmeline B. Wells and Journal editor Susa Young Gates
repeatedly encouraged the sisters to make written contributions because,
as Wells asserted, a woman may be a "profound thinker," "but if her ideas
never assume any form, what will it avail?" Wells further explained that
the written word is a woman's best vehicle of expression because "she may
speak, truly, but few will hear her" ("A Few Ideas on Writing," WE 3:
167). Through the Exponent in particular Mormon women became a part
of the national conversation on "the woman question." With Wells as
editor, the paper helped the women form important alliances with their
sisters outside their community who supported their causes and could
argue their case in the national spotlight, women such as Elizabeth Cady
Stanton and Susan B. Anthony. Because the written word was Mormon
women's chosen vehicle of expression, they looked to the writings of their
contemporaries to find a sympathetic voice to help bolster their arguments. They found one such writer in George Eliot.
Considering how Mormon women used Eliot's books and what they
wrote of her both publicly and privately, it is clear that they felt Eliot to
be an important writer with whom they could sympathize. Several original and selected articles on Eliot's life and works appeared in the pages of
the Womans Exponent and Young Womans Journal. One such article compared Eliot novels to "good, rich milk, with all the cream in it" (YW'.17:
212). Copies of The Mill on the Floss and Romola were offered to winners
of an essay contest sponsored by Young Womans Journal in order to
encourage girls to write (YWJ8: 519-21). Ruth May Fox included Mil~
Romola, and Adam Bede in "traveling libraries" of books chosen with the
"greatest care" for reading by young women of the church ( YWJ 11:
36-37; 13: 372). These uses of Eliot novels reveal that the women
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believed they contained a worthy, virtuous message appropriate for young
readers. This becomes especially clear when we consider the oft-mentioned
disdain of novels by Brigham Young.'
Eliot was a favorite of some prominent LDS women, who mentioned
her in their journals and evaluated her works in publications. &ponent
editor and fifth general Relief Society president Emmeline B. Wells notes
in her diary that she chose an Eliot novel as a gift for her friend Dr. Ellis
Shipp (20 Jan. 1894, Diaries 17: 12). And during her 1899 trip to London, Wells records that she made a point of visiting Eliot's house on
Chelsea Walk (15 July 1899, Diaries 24: 47). Hannah King wrote in
1885 of her disappointment in the Cross biography, George Eliot's Life,
lamenting, "I have so loved the works of George Eliot, that I wanted to
see her beautiful soul in the 'inner chamber' of her life; this we scarcely
get a glimpse of" ("Notes on the Life of George Eliot," WE 13: 179) .
These women admired Eliot and cast her as someone worthy of their
esteem. They felt she was a kindred spirit and were unwilling to condemn
her for the controversial moral choices she had made. In her 1899 essay
"George Eliot's Religious Life," English teacher Alice Louise Reynolds
becomes one of Eliot's strongest apologists as she asserts the world had
failed to understand the woman whose life she interprets as "a painful
spiritual struggle" (YW] 10: 109). Reynolds justifies Eliot's rejection of
formal religion as the result of a corrupt clergy, declaring, "Like a giant
she stood among those unschooled teachers, laughing at their superstitions, exploding their inconsistent doctrines that had as their foundation
neither the Bible nor common sense" (110). Further, Reynolds invites
readers to empathize with Eliot, saying, "Can we who know something of
the barrenness of the religious teachings of her time censure her? I think
not." Though, according to Reynolds, Eliot had to rely "on her own
intellect as a religious guide" she affirms that "many of the doctrines
which her life and writings exemplify are those that have the seal of
divinity upon them" (111). These Mormon women wanted to see Eliot as
a spiritual seeker who would have embraced the truth of the restored
gospel, as they had done, if she had heard its message. They felt her to be
part of their spiritual community, a relationship which was symbolically
realized when seven years after Eliot's death, Emmeline Wells did the
temple work for her.'
'See Richard Cracroft's article "Cows to Milk Instead of Novels ro Read": Brigham
Young, Novel Reading, and Kingdom Building" in BYU Studies40.2 (2001): 102-31.
' Emmeline B. Wells, "Diaries, 1844-1920." December 2, 1887 10:90: "I was
endowed today for Mary Ann Evans and sealed for her to my husband. "
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LOS women's unwillingness to negatively judge Eliot can also be seen
in an Exponent essay by Hannah King. In it, King goes so far as to vindicate Eliot's long-term unmarried relationship with George Lewes by placing the blame for this choice squarely on unjust laws which she believed
prevented Lewes from obtaining the divorce which would have allowed
them to legally marry. For this she held lawmakers accountable, proclaiming, "Let the law-makers take the responsibility of all the misery they
have caused to so many pure and virtuous souls" ("Notes," WE 13: 179).
Mormon women could easily identify with Eliot on this point, having
had their own experiences with unjust legislation which declared their
polygynous marriages illegal and immoral. It was this labeling that provided another bond; Eliot's unmarried relationship and Mormon women's
plural marriages placed them on the fringes of society. But it was perhaps
this view from the margins that enabled them to see the answers to so
many of the problems that existed there.
These biographical elements of George Eliot's life only worked to
cement the relationship women like King, Wells, and Reynolds had
already formed with her through her novels. Her greatest appeal may be
articulated in Hannah King's observation that Eliot's "enduring picturemodels" of human character " elevated all who read, and excited in them
a desire to arise to a higher state ofexistence than hitherto they had deemed
themselves capable of" ("George Eliot," WE9: 143, emphasis added) .
Eliot's words bolstered Mormon sisters in their call for the elevation of
woman's status, an important change they found the seeds for in their
religion. As the prospectus of the Exponent stated, the women of Utah
were "engaged in the practical solution of some of the greatest social and
moral problems of the age," and their religion gave them a base of
authority from which to do this (Richards, "Our Position," WE 1: 8).
LOS women believed they were divinely directed to help the world forward toward Zion through their words as well as their works, and in
George Eliot they found a strong ally. The like-mindedness of these
women becomes clear when one compares the actions of Eliot's fictional
characters and the assertions made in essays written for Womans
Exponent.
As a novelist, George Eliot refuses to overstate women's morality or
intellect because she believes it has been impaired by nineteenth-century
models of femininity. Her characters show that women cannot become
the morally superior beings the Victorian female paradigm calls for
because that very paradigm simultaneously consigns them to a life of
ignorance and starts a destructive chain of subjection. Rosamond Viney
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of MiddLemarch is the perfect example of the result of a Victorian female
"education" and as such she is the type Eliot believes men should be
fearful of. "The flower of Mrs Lemon's school," Rosamond has been
instructed in all the social graces which will attract a suitable husband,
including important lessons on "getting in and out of a carriage" (MiddLemarch 96). She has been trained to function in high society and feels
comfortable among the well-connected and the well-off. She has learned
that the source of her female power is her appearance, her beauty, and her
sexuality. Her "small feet and perfectly turned shoulders" along with her
"exquisite curves of lip and eyelid" distract her gentlemen friends from
her speech, which is all form and no content (158-59) . In her "infantile"
blonde curls, Rosamond becomes Tertius Lydgate's fantasy, "that perfect
piece of womanhood who would reverence her husband's mind after the
fashion of an accomplished mermaid, using her comb and looking-glass
and singing her song for the relaxation of his adored wisdom alone"
(583). Rosamond understands her role as an adornment and entertainer,
and she plays her part well.
By characterizing Rosamond as childish and childlike, Eliot reveals
that her development has been arrested by the debasing education she has
received; she is not the mature person who will be happy in marriage.
She has learned that being female means being attractive to men, therefore she needs the adoration of men to affirm her identity as a woman. It
is frightening enough that Rosamond is delighted when she realizes that
she can "make conquests and enslave men" even after she is married
(436), but her subjection of her husband is even more damaging. Eliot's
message here is clear: if we train women only to conquer men, we should
not be surprised when men are "in a state of subjection to [these] ignorant and feeble-minded women" ("Fuller and Wollstonecraft" 181).
Mormon women also recognized the danger of training women to be
so-called ladies, and they agree with Eliot that an academic rather than
social education is fundamental to women's elevation. Emmeline Wells
addresses this problem in her essay "Our Fashionable Young Ladies."
Here she declares that ladies of polite society circulate only to "coquette
and flirt," to "see and [be] seen." She explains, "There is no depth to
them , no substance which is really solid." She wonders, ''.After their
bloom and youth has passed, what resource have they to draw upon, in
the dusty chambers of their brains?" ( WE 3: 58). Exponent contributor
Lu Dalton asserts that these women are actually enslaved. She writes, "So
long as idleness and helplessness are the standards by which to measure a
woman's ladyhood, just so long she will be a slave to ladyism" ("Woman
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Suffrage," WE 2: 86). Wells's solution is that "woman must be something
more than a toy, or plaything, or fashion plate, or even household deity.
She must become enlightened on all points pertaining to life and its purposes" ("Woman, a Subject," WE 3: 82). Echoing Eliot she asserts, "Let
them have the same opportunities for an education, observation and
experience in public and private for a succession of years, and then see if
she is not equally endowed with man and prepared to bear her part on all
general questions socially, politically, industrially and educationally as
well as spiritually" ("Action or Indifference," WE 5: 54). Nineteenthcentury women in general may be lagging behind their brothers, but it is
because they have not had access to the same privilege of education
which is crucial to their intellectual, civic, and moral development.
Implicit in Eliot's fiction is also the "plea for the removal of unjust
laws and artificial restrictions" on women (Selected Critical Writings 180).
It is the lack of socially sanctioned options that forces her characters to
make destructive choices. In Daniel Deronda, Gwendolen Harleth initially
rejects marriage because she does not want to wear "domestic fetters. " She
calls it a "dreary state, in which a woman could not do what she liked,
had more children than were desirable, [and] was consequently dull"
(Deronda 39) . Though marriage means "social promotion" for Gwendolen,
the cost of having to be submissive is too high because she "meant to
lead" (39). But when financial crisis comes, she feels trapped into accepting Mallinger Grandcourt's proposal in spite of his notorious past because
she can see no viable alternatives; her singing is not good enough to earn
her way by and the thought of becoming a governess repulses her. Unfortunately she can never realistically consider "whether she could not
achieve substantialiry for herself and know gratified ambition without
bondage" (252); those options are simply not available. In the end her
marriage to Grandcourt proves to be a destructive battle for control
which both characters lose.
Lu Dalton addresses every concern of Gwendolen's in her essay "Our
Opinion." Here she calls for the lifting of laws and opinion which limit
women's choices, asserting that they have the right to self-determination.
Dalton states she is glad women do not wish to dictate to men but
instead sensibly argue, "I am not your counterpart, but I am your equal;
my mission on earth is as important, as high and holy as yours, and I
have equal need of unfettered liberty to choose my own course in life,
and pursue the calling for which I am best fitted" ( WE 8: 138). Dalton
believes it would send a positive message to children if they knew that
their mother's devotion was "the fruit of her own free will and choice-
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that she was not driven to rearing men and women by public opinion
and laws which debarred her from anything else." She calls for making
alternatives available to women, saying that for most of them "maternal
and hearthside duties" are dear. "Bue," she adds, "if one woman is fit and
willing to serve the public in any honorable calling, it is an oppressive law
which forbids" (138) .
George Eliot's fiction further reveals how ultimately the subjection of
women starts an injurious chain of consequences which affects women,
men, and children. This is particularly apparent in the experiences of a
second Deronda character, Princess Halm-Eberstein. The princess has
spent her life trying to free herself from her domineering father's influence, and in doing so she has deprived her son Daniel of his mother and
his heritage. She tells Daniel, "I hated living under the shadow of my
father's strictness," his expectations "pressed on me like a frame that got
tighter and tighter" (Deronda 630). She explains that her father never saw
her as anything but "an instrument" to provide him with posterity, and
because she "had wants outside his purpose" she was "put in a frame and
tortured" (662). When Daniel professes his sympathy she rebuffs him,
saying, "You are not a woman. You may try-but you can never imagine
what it is to have a man's force of genius in you, and yet to suffer the
slavery of being a girl" (631). Because the princess is powerless to throw
off her father's domination, she throws off the only thing she could have
power over-her son. She claims she sent him away because she did not
feel maternal attachment, but she also states that she chose for him what
she would have chosen for herself: freedom from a constricted life (628).
In this respect she maintains she has done what is best for Daniel, but her
motives for this action are actually based in revenge. She wants to deny
her father access to his grandson and the possibility of passing on his Jewish
heritage. While this decision is painful to the grandfather, it is also
painful to Daniel, who has spent his entire life never knowing who he
was, never feeling a part of any family.
Eliot clearly demonstrates how the consequences of oppression only
return upon the oppressor because women are often forced to become
devious, manipulative, and defiant in order to survive. In Princess HalmEberstein's words: "When a woman's will is as strong as the man's who
wants to govern her, half her strength must be concealment. I meant to
have my will in the end, but I could only have it by seeming to obey"
(632). The princess differentiates between the acquiescence that comes
from love and the obedience that comes from forced submission, saying,
"I don't consent. We only consent to what we love. I obey something
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tyrannic" (631). Because of her father's power over her she has made defiant choices she believes will make her happy, but she has only succeeded
in perpetuating the sickness as she abandons her child and cuts him off
from all family ties. And then come the words which demonstrate how
she has become the thing she hated most: "I was never willingly subject
to any man. Men have been subject to me' (666, emphasis added) . The
consequences of oppression transcend the generations injuring the
oppressor, the oppressed, and the innocent. Lu Dalton makes chis point
abundantly clear when she proclaims, "Every act of injustice to a fellowcreature recoils upon the perpetrator, warping or dwarfing his or her
nature, and blinding the spiritual eyes. For these reasons man cannot
hope to ascend the kingly throne of excellence while his inseparable companion remains outside the gate in bonds" ("Our Opinion," WE 8: 138).
Ultimately, Mormon women and George Eliot are connected by their
desire to expose the dangerous consequences of confining women to an
existence of ignorance and subjection. They strive to reveal that if women
are denied academic education, self-determination, and agency, all relationships are harmed. Eliot ends The Mill on the Floss with a cleansing
flood; Mormon pioneers migrate to a wilderness to establish a Zion
where all are "alike unto God" (2 Nephi 27:33) . Both are done in order
to create a space for reconciliation and healing, a new beginning. But
generations of improper ideas cake time to correct. Eliot and Mormon
women believed they possessed an enlightened view which they were
compelled to share with the world in order to help the correction begin.
In the words of Emmeline Wells: "Woman's work in chis day and age is
not only an individual work, but a universal work; a work for all her suffering sisterhood" ("Woman's Work," WE 4: 12). Calling for the education and elevation of their sisters is the work which unites George Eliot
and nineteenth-century Mormon women.
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